JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. Questions about the nature and authority of the Bible, its r61e in the religious life, and its authority within the religious community, are perennial. These questions are raised because they go to the heart of the religious tradition to which, in varying degrees, all of us are related. I myself approach them as a Protestant Christian of conservative background and trained in liberal schools. In what I have to say I shall confine myself to the OT, partly because it is common ground for our Society, and partly for the obvious reason that it has been my own principal area of study.
priestly tordh, of the sage's counsel, and the prophet's word. The same three authorities appear to be named in Ezek 7 26: "(In vain) they seek a vision-oracle (hdz6n) from the prophet, but tordh fails from the priest, and 'esdh from the elders." That priest and prophet were regarded as speaking with divine authority is clear. It is less certain that the same can be said of the "counsel" of the wise man and of the elders. 'esah is "advice," a proposal for decision or action by a divine or human ruler which, if adopted, becomes his "decision," "policy," "purpose."2 Though sometimes used of a prophet's word,3 it never means advice or a proposal for which a wise man claims divine authority. 4 We are told that the counsel of Ahithophel, so great was his prestige, was esteemed like an oracle,5 which means that it was something less than an oracle. The reference in Jer 18 18 may be simply to the political advice of royal counselors. On the other hand, the wise man is here correlated with two religious authorities, and the wise whom Jeremiah actually attacks are the scribes who handle "the Law of the Lord," presumably the Deuteronomic covenant lawbook.6
In any case there is evidence for a certain mingling of the functions of prophet, priest, and sage, and of a common element in their teachings.7 This is so in spite of the fact that the classical prophets appear fundamentally critical of both priests8 and wise men,9 that the priests were unhappy about the intrusion of prophets like Amos and Jeremiah,I0 and that the wise -at least as they are represented in the books of Proverbs, Job, and Qoheleth -stand aloof from both. Prophets as well as priests gave t6rdh," and they delivered many of their public oracles in the court of the temple, whether or not while formally participating in the cult.12 Samuel and Elijah offered sacrifice. Jeremiah (possibly) and Ezekiel (certainly) were priests. Haggai and Malachi concerned themselves with the proper operation of the temple cult. The priests in turn (particularly if they are recognized as authors of Deuteronomy and the Holiness code), shared responsibility with the prophets for "turning many from iniquity."I3 They proclaimed in formal decalogues the covenant obliga- Yet for all their interaction, the ways to the knowledge of God represented by prophet, priest, and sage remain distinct. Each appears to claim priority, and they are held together in creative tension. We tend to think of OT religion as circulating about two poles, the prophetic and the priestly, with the former as the more significant. But the wisdom teachers may have played a larger rl6e even in the earlier period than is suggested by the surviving literature and the present structure of the Hebrew Bible. Furthermore, there is a strong tendency among modern exegetes to credit to prophetic influence whatever religious teaching in the laws and narratives is not directly concerned with cultic interests. Here again, it may well be that our view of the Hebrew priesthood is unduly influenced by the prophets' disparagement of mere cultic observance, and by the pictures of such unlovely characters as the sons of Eli and Amaziah the priest of Bethel. In fact it was the corruption of such priests, and their failure to convey to the people the knowledge of God which it was their duty to teach, which is the chief point of prophetic criticism. The covenant with Levi, said Malachi, was a covenant of life and peace; when the priest stood in awe of Yahweh's name, true torah In the fourth place it is evident that the priests recounted and constantly referred to the Heilsgeschichte as the premise and authority for their teaching. "Central to Old Testament worship," says Kraus,46 "was the recalling to mind of the salvation history." The decalogues of Exod 20, Deut 5, and Lev 19 identify the God whose words are being proclaimed, as Yahweh who brought Israel from Egypt. The decalogue of Exod 34 is introduced with the promise that Yahweh will drive out the Canaanites before Israel. The curses of Deut 27 were to be proclaimed on the day when Israel passed over Jordan in fulfillment of Yahweh's promise. In his farewell address Samuel recounts the "saving deeds" (4ideqot) of Yahweh, and promises to continue to instruct Israel (hUr&it) "in the good and right way."47 In Deuteronomy and the Holiness code, our two extensive examples of priestly parenesis, the deliverance from 4' The term t6rdh seems always to refer to an "instruction," "directive," "law," formulated by the priest in words, rather than to a "sign" or "oracle" given by Urim and Thummim. The verb yardh is once (Josh 18 6) used of the casting of a lot, but not (there) of the operation of the Urim and Thummim, which may have been a different sort of device for divination. Cf The knowledge of God mediated through the prophets had much in common with the priestly tradition. Both groups took their stand on the conviction that Israel was a chosen people, and both demanded exclusive allegiance to Yahweh. Even though specific references to the covenant are rare in the prophets prior to Deuteronomy and Jeremiah, the assertion that Israel had special obligations as Yahweh's peculiar people was the fulcrum of their message.52 The call of Moses to bring Israel out of Egypt, the command to speak the words Yahweh will put in his mouth, the "signs" given him of Yahweh's presence and power -these show that Moses was regarded as a prophet and a type of the true prophets who would be raised up in days to come.53 In Deut 4 9-10 Israel is enjoined above all to remember the day at Horeb when Yahweh's word through Moses constituted her a people.
Whereas to the priests Israel's tradition meant that Yahweh had chosen her to be a priestly kingdom and a continuing religious community and that he was ever-present at her shrines, to the prophets Alongside the priest and the prophet stood the hakam, who treasured and taught an ancient wisdom about human life. It is sometimes difficult to decide whether the term hakam in particular instances is a descriptive epithet or designates a recognized group, even a profession. When Jeremiah correlates the wise man with the mighty man and the rich man, it seems to be the former; whereas, when he associates the wise man with the priest and the prophet, the latter is more probable.62 The elders were a venerable but not a professional group. On the other hand, the scribes, attached to the court and the temple, and their colleagues whose services were made more generally available were professional.63 Men like Hushai and Ahithophel, who were members of the king's privy council, and teachers who assembled and taught the materials of the wisdom tradition are to be classed in the same way.64
As in the wisdom literature of Mesopotamia and Egypt, there were, as we know, two divergent streams in Hebrew wisdom. One was conservative, conventional, confident, worldly-wise, and didactic. This is represented by all but one of the contributors to the Book of Proverbs, 60 Jer. But while the radicals are profoundly critical of the conservatives and especially of their bland affirmation of the doctrine of retribution, both rely on reason, and both argue largely from the same premises. Both are concerned to discover an order and structure understandable by man's mind, an order of divine creation and providence, a moral order, a right social order. Both address themselves to man as man, rather than to Israel the chosen people, or to man as Israelite. For both, God is to be thought of primarily as the Creator, the necessary ground of man's existence, whether or not he be knowable by man. Neither has any thought of God and man participating together in events, nor or any sense of history, let alone salvation-history. To both, man is a creature who understands or does not understand, rather than one who hears and chooses, who accepts or rebels against the responsibility laid upon him by God. To both God is remote, mysterious, and in himself inaccessible. "Only a whisper of him do we catch."67 The link with God is not God's self-revelation in event and prophetic word, nor yet the seeking of his face in worship. Rather it is wisdom, a divine gift.68 Those who have received that gift strive to make themselves at home in an orderly structure of existence which is meaningful to the mind and conscience. Their goal is equilibrium.
Even when the wisdom streams diverge, the feeling for order and structure is common to both. In Proverbs and in Job's counselors this appears as an established moral order of human life, undergirded by the rewards and punishments of an overruling providence. To Job himself the moral structure of his universe seems to have split apart, so that he stands gazing into an abyss of meaninglessness. His agonized effort is not so much to justify himself as to bridge the chasm, to re-establish a viable order of justice, without which he cannot believe in the God in whom, paradoxically, he must believe. To Qoheleth, on the other hand, the search for ultimate meaning has proved futile, and he has given it up. He reconciles himself to the grim facts of life and the mystery of existence by achieving a minimal equilibrium of satisfaction, in such positive good as can be extracted from simply being alive.
This First, it comes through participation in the worship, theology, and ethos of ongoing religious communities. These are rooted in the creative moments of their origins, when, according to the Bible and the faith it supports, God revealed himself within history by mighty acts for us men and for our salvation. A religion which has come down to us from the past thus, in its priestly function, renews itself in contemporary terms as a valid way to the knowledge and service of God. Second, we come to know God in a present engagement of our wills with the divine will, in the hearing again of the words of prophecy. Mic 6 8 has all human life and all time for its Sitz im Leben. Prophecy is perpetually fresh and new because it ever speaks to man in the moment when he must choose. He is confronted by the God of the prophets present and active in the whole range of human affairs, private and public, national and international, political and cultural. The prophets teach us to be alert to that divine reality, to perceive in its light the real nature of the issues we face in the modern world, and to accept our responsibility before God.
Third, we come to a clearer knowledge of truth and of God through the self-discipline of learning and through dedication to its most worthy goals. Reflection in the light of experience upon the meaning of life and of religion, and upon the right order of human life in society; the positive affirmation of personal and moral values -these correspond to the contribution of the wise men of Israel. There is knowledge of the truth about life and God to be found in the accumulated wisdom of the race, and in particular (we would claim) in the principles of social order and personal relationships affirmed by the Hebrew-Christian tradition. Moreover, in that tradition we observe the engagement of great minds with ultimate questions of the nature and purpose of God, of the meaning of human existence, and of the spiritual history and destiny of man. Technically, this may be termed speculative knowledge. But "speculative" is a trivial epithet to apply to the architectonic thought of the theologian of Prov 8, to the spiritual explorer who gave us the seventythird Psalm, and to the poet of Job, soaring like an eagle toward the darkened heavens. Here, indeed, is a knowledge of God which cannot be catalogued and labeled. It is a knowledge which transcends the demand to know, an awareness of the mystery which lies beyond all knowledge and which draws the wondering mind ever deeper into itself. For in the very face of that mystery a religious wisdom discerns that the mysterious One is good, that he is concerned with all that pertains to man, and that he communicates with man at the deepest level of his being.
